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OLD- CATHOLIC CHURCH OF THE MARIAVITES 
:Z.tar iavitism appeared in the Po l i sh land s at the end of the 1 9 th 
cen tury as a rel igious movement aiming at the re form of Po l i sh C a th• 
ol ici sm. Th is s t r iv ing found i t s  man i fe s t a t ion in numerous meet ings 
and conv e n t ions o f  t h e  c l e r gy t ak in g  p l a c e  i n  a l l  d i o c e s e s  o f  t h e  
Po l ish Kingdom. 1 The main topic of these convent ions was t h e  prob lem 
of theol ogical and pas tora l forma t ion o f  the c l e rgy. Pos tu lated was 
un iversa l  upgrad ing o f  know ledge , s t ar t ing w i th the re form o f  seminary 
s t udies and pas tora l ac t iv i ty. In 189 3 ,  persona l reve lat ions o f  Maria 
Franciszka Koz l owska ( 1862- 1 9 2 1 ) ,  mother superior o f  one o f  the monas­
t i c  o rd e r s  in P l o c k ,  founded at the i n i t i a t ive of F a t h e r  Hono r a t  
Kozminsk i ,  2 became a spiritual b as i s  o f  the budd ing movement .  
Insp ired by the reve lat ions Koz l ow ska decided t o  counteract the 
"m o ral fa l l  of priests" through prayer to the Holy Sacrament and the 
w o r s hip of Our Lady o f  P e rm a n e n t  A s s i s t an c e .  She a l s o  f o un d e d  an 
a s s o c i a t i on of p r i e s t s - - M a r i av i t e s  ( M a ry : m o t h e r  of J e s u s ;  v i t a :  
l i fe ) ,  which gradua l ly turned into a new , independent rel igious move­
ment. Mariav i t i s m ,  int ia l ly formed in P lock d i oc e s e ,  gradua l ly s pread 
to other dioce ses of the Pol i sh Kingdom. From the very be ginning of 
Ko z l ow s k a ' s  a c t iv i t y  two m a t t e r s  a r o u s e d  b a s i c  r e s e rva t i on s  of t he 
Catholic Church hierarchy: h e r  r eve l a t i o n s  and the o r g an i z a t i o n  o f  
priest_s. The descrip t ion of the reve l a t ions sen t  by Kozlow ska to the 
Wars aw archb ishop, as we l l  as Plock and Lub l in b i shop s ,  fa i led to meet 
t h e i r  approva l. 
In i t s  o r i g i n a l  form the a s s o c i a t i o n  of the M a r i av i t e s  w a s  f a r  
from any insubord ina t ion towar d s  the C a t h o l i c  C h u r c h  h i e ra rchy. I t  
ev e n  t r i e d  t o  g e t  forma l l e g a l i z a t i on o f  i t s  a c t iv i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  
Catholic Chu r c h .  
In vi ew of the c r i t ical stance o f  t h e  Po l i sh h ierarchy , Koz lowska 
and seven t een pries t � ,  her fol l owers , went to Rome. At that t im e  Pope 
L e o  X I I I  d i e d .  Aw a i t i ng the r e s u l t  o f  t h e  c o n c l ave , the M a r i av i t e s  
e l e c ted the Reverend Jan M icha l  Kowa l ski genera l o f  the ir associat ion. 
R e c e i v e d  a t  an aud i e n c e  by P i u s  X in 1 9 0 3 , t h e  d e l e g a t ion m an a g e d  t o  
ge t only a b l e s s ing. For the second t ime the Mariavites got a pon t i ­
f i c a l  a u d i en c e  i n  1 9 04 ,  b u t  t h e  C on g r e g a t i on o f  t h e  S a c r e d  O f f i c e  
r e j e c t e d  K o z l o w s ka ' s  reve l a t i o n s  and , b y  t h e  d e c r e e  o f  S e p t e m b e r  4 ,  
l 9 0 4 ,  ordered the d i s s olut ion o f  the a s sociat ion and excommunicat ion 
o f  i t s  m e m b e r s  in c a s e  t h e y  fai 1 t o  f o l l o w  t h e  o r d e r .  The s a m e  w a s  
re i t e rated in the dec ree o f  Pope Pius X o f  Apr i l  5 ,  1 906. 
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E s t ab l i shment of a new Church 
After the i s suance of the decree by the Sacred Office, beginning 
1 9 0 6 , b i s h ops in P o l an d  s t a r t e d  t o  s u s p e n d  Na r i av i t e  p r i e s t s .  Th a t  
year a l so marked the comp lete b reak o f  the Nariav i t es w i t h  the Catho­
l i c Ch u r c h .  
The exc lu s ion o f  the Mariav i t e s  from the Church commun i ty gave 
r i s e  to tens ion s  and violent act ions. Having no lega l persona l i ty the 
C h u r c h  of the M a r i av i t e s  w a s  f o r c e d  to g iv e  up c h u r c h e s  and pre s b y ­
t e r i e s  t o  the Ca thol ics.  
How�ve r ,  a l r e a d y  the s a m e  year 1 9 0 6 , t h e  Tz a r i s t  a u t h o r i t i e s  
recognized the Mar iavi t e s  a s  a r e l i g ious group enj oy ing protect ion by 
the s t a t e .  They w e r e a l l o w e d  t o  h o l d  pub l i c  s e rv i c e s ,  c on s t ru c t  
churche s ,  e rect c eme t eries.  The document provid ing for legal recogni ­
t i on o f  t h e  n e w  r e l i g i o u s  u n i on s t i pu l a t e d  t h a t  a l l  p l a c e s  o f  c u l t  
once be long ing t o  the Catho lic Church shou l d  b e  returned t o  the Catho­
l i c s  in t h o s e  p a r i s h e s  w h i ch d e c l a r e d  t h e m s e l v e s  to s u p p o r t  M a r i a ­
v i t i sm. The Mariav i t e s  acqu iesced t o  those d ec i s ion s  and s t arted t o  
organ ize their own netw ork of pastora l centers.  That marked an end o f  
h i therto local con f l i c t s .  
A f t e r  the formal b reak · w i th t h e  Catho l ic Church and recogn i t i on 
by the Ru s s ian autho r i t i e s ,  the Mariavites ventured to es t ab l i sh their 
own hiera rchy. Oil October 5 ,  1 90 9 , the Reverend Jan M icha l Kowa l sk i  
w a s  consecrated b i shop by O l d - Catho l i c  Archb i shop Gerard Gu l l  i n  the 
c h u r c h  o f  S t . G e r t r u d e  i n  U t r e c h t .  N e x t  y e a r ,  B i s h o p  Kowa l s k i , w i t h 
c o - p a r t i c i p a t ion o f  t w o  O l d - C a t h o l i c  b i s h o p s  f r o m  t h e  Ne t h e r l an d s ,  
con secrated two Mariav i t e  prie s t s :  Maria Jakub Prochn iewski and Maria 
And rzej Goleb iowsk i .  In 1 9 0 9 ,  the Tzar i s t  gove rnmen t recogni zed the 
M a r i av i t e s  as an i n d e p e n d e n t  r e l i g i o u s  s e c t  and approved i t s  par ish 
s t a t u t e ,  and in 1 9 1 0  i t  appointed archb i shop Kow a l s k i  adm in i s t rator o f  
a l l  M a r i av i t e  p a r i s h e s .  Th r e e  y e a r s  l a t e r  t h e y  ob t a i n e d  a T z a r i s t  
uka s e  "On fo l l o w e r s  o f  t h e  }f a r i av i t e  t e a c h i n g , " b e i n g  a fu l l  a c t  o f  
recogn i t i on . 
The Mari av i t e s  were organ i zed a fter t he Catho l ic Church. There 
w e r e  t h r e e  d i o c e s e s  i n  t h e  C o n g r e s s  K i n g d om , d iv i d e d  i n t o  p a r i s h e s , 
w i th the central au thor i t y  of archbi shop. The Mariav i t e doctrine was 
s i m i l a r  to t h  C a t h o l i c  o n e .  I n  c e r t a i n m a t t e r s  they c o u l d  b e  even 
c o n s i d e r e d  p r e c u r s o r s  o f  l a t e r  r e f o r m s  c a r r i e d  ou t i n  t h e  C a t ho l i c 
Church. For exam p l e ,  they propaga t ed frequent Holy Commun ion, ear ly 
C o m m un i on of c h i l d r e n , i n t r o d u c e d  t h e  nat iona l language t o  l i turgy, 
perce ived rel igious prob l em s  o f  worke r commun i t i e s .  Accord ing to the 
off i c i a l  d a t a ,  at the moment the new denomina t i on was lega l ized at the 
beg inning of 1 90 7 ,  there were 5 8 , 85 9  Mariavi t e s .  Accord ing t o  Mar ia­
v i t e s o u r c e s  t h i s  number was much b i g g e r  and t o p p e d  2 0 0  t h o u s a n d .  
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A c c o r d i n g  to t h e  s a m e  s ou r c e s  t h e r e  w e r e  6 3  p a s t o r a l c en t e r s  i n  t h e  
P o l  i s h  k ingdom. 
The Mariav i t e s  were a l s o  act ive in the e a s tern Pol i s h  l and s and 
in Rus s i a ,  even among the Rus s ian Or thodox. They organ ized pa s t oral 
centers in Vi lna (about 3 00 fo l lower s ) ,  in Kiev ( som e  200 fol l ower s ) ,  
a n d  t h e y  a l s o  r e a c h e d  P e t e r s b u r g .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  b i s h o p  J a n  M i c h a l  
Kowa l s k i ,  the Mariav i te s  wanted to form a pan- re a l ized : they rema ined 
a re l igi ous commun i ty l inked exclus ive ly w i th Poland. .In the 1 9 20 s ,  
after.  the death o f  M o ther Koz l owska i n  1 9 2 1 ,  new tendenc i e s  arose in 
the Mariavite movement. 
Trans formation and the Break -- -- ---
S t i l l  during M o ther Koz1owska ' s  l i fe t im e ,  the re ins o f  the Maria-
v i t e  Chu rc h w e r e  t a k e n  over b y  b i s h op Jan M i c h a l  K o w a l s k i .  A f t e r  
Ko z l ow s k a ' s  d e a t h , h e  a s s u m e d  t h e  t i t l e o f  a r ch b i s h o p  o f  t h e  O l d ­
Cathol i c Church o f  the Mariav i tes and int roduced a number o f  changes 
wh ich , as regards doc trine , s t arted gradua l ly to remove the Church o f  
the Mar i avi tes away from other Chr i s t ian Churche s .  Kow a l s k i  intro­
d u c e d  C o mm un i on in t w o  f o r m s ,  C om mun i on o f  i n f an t s , and l i qu i d a t e d  
whi spered confe s s ion s .  
Already in 1 9 2 9  nuns s t arted to b e  orda ined a s  pries t s . 
o f  M o th e r  Koz l o w s k a  a l s o  s t a r t e d t o  b e  a s e r i ou s  p r o b l e m .  
The cu l t  
I n  1 9 24 ,  
t h e  U t r e c h t  Un i on o f  O l d - C a t ho l i c  C h u r c h e s e x c l u d e d  t h e  M a r i av i t e s  
from i t s  group. The in i t ia l ly uni form Mariavite commun i t y  s t a r t e d  t o  
experience a ser ious ideo logical and organ i z a t i ona l c r i s i s .  
Af t e r  th irteen years of abs o lute re i gn ,  i n  1935 , t h e  resolut ion 
o f  . t h e  g en e r a l  c h a p t e r  of t h e  C h u r c h  d e p r iv e d  Ko w a l s k i  o f  h i s  t i t l e  
and po w e r ,  and e l i m i n a t e d  a l l  innov a t i o n s  i n t r o d u c e d  b y  t h e  f o r m e r  
superior. There wa s a break and two Mariav i t e  groups were formed : of 
P lock and o f  Fe l i c j an o w .  The f o r m e r  r e t a in e d  the n a m e  o f  t h e  O l d ­
Catho l ic Church o f  the Mariav i t e s  seated i n  P l ock, wh i le the l a t te r ,  
t h e  C a t h o l i c  Church o f  t h e  M a r i av i t e s  s e a t e d  i n  Fe l i c j an o w  ( P l oc k  
province ) .  Advocates of fema l e  pries thood , who a l so b e l ieved Mother 
Kozlowska t o  be Ch r i s t ' s  B r i d e  and t·h e f ou r t h  p e r s on o f  t h e  Ho l y  
Trin ity, found thems e lves i n  Fe l ic j anow. 
N i n e  p r i e s t s ,  s o m e  o f  the nun s ,  a n d  a b o u t  20 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  
congrega t i ons fo l l owed archbi shop Kowa l s k i , the leader o f  t h e  Fe l i c­
j anow group. Aft er the out break of World War I I ,  Kowa l sk i  addres sed a 
l e t ter to H i t l e r ,  ca l l ing him to conver t  t o  Mariav i t i s m .  Arre s ted and 
t aken away to the Da chau concentrat ion camp, he peri shed in May 1942. 
I n  the i n t e r - w a r  p e r i o d , the M a r i av i t e  Church c o n t i n u e d  t o  
ope r a t e  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  o l d  Tz a r i s t  l e g i s l a t i on ,  but e x c l u s i v e l y  i n  
t h e  a r e a  o f  t h e  f o r m e r  R u s s i a n p a r t i t i on z on e  ( c e n t r a l  and e a s t e rn 
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P o l and). I t  was not perm i t t ed t o  conquct m i s s ionary ac t iv i t y  in the 
remain ing territories of Po land , reborn in 1 9 18. 
Old-Catho l i c  Church of the Mar i av i t e s  
The le ga l s t atus o f  t h e  Mariav i t e  Churche s w a s  f ina l ly s e t t led i n  
1 94 7 .  Under t h e  decree o f  October 5 both Mariav i te groups - - o f  P lock 
and of Fe l i c j anow- - were recogn ized. 3 
Th e O l d - C a t h o l i c C h u r c h  o f  t h e  M a r i av i t e s  i s  b a s e d o n  t h e  O l d ­
Catholic princ i p l e s  o f  the fa i th. I t  does not recogn i z e  the primacy 
of any b i shop i"n the univer s a l  Church, nor the infa l l ib i l i ty of human­
i t y in m a t t e r s  o f  f a i t h  a n d  m o r a l i t y .  L i t u r gy i s  c e l e b ra t e d  exc l u ­
s iv e l y  i n  P o l i s h. A l l  r e l i g i ou s s e r v i c e s  i n  t h e  C h u r c h  a r e  f r e e  o f  
charge. Prie s t s  are a l lowed t o  a c c e p t  on l y  v o l u n t a r y  c on t r i b u t i o n s  
for re l i g ious s erv ice s .  The Church i s .  a member o f  the Pol i sh Ecumen i ­
c a l  Counci l ,  t h e  Wor ld Counc i l  o f  Churches ; i t  i s  a l s o  making e ffort s  
t o  b e  re- accepted i n  the Utrecht Un i on o f  O l d - Ca tho l i c  Churches.  In 
the Church there are mona s t i c  orders based on the f i rs t ,  s econd, and 
third ru l e  of S t .  Fran c i s .  
The Church has a synodal organizat ion. The synod i s  t h e  s uperior 
authority o f  the Church and the body o f  appe l a t ion from the decis ions 
of the Chap ter and the Counci l  o f  the Church. The Church is h eaded by 
a Chief B i shop, who i s  a t  the same t ime the chai rman o f  the Synod , the 
Chapter,  and the Coun c i l  of the Church , a s  w e l l  as the ord inary b i shop 
of Wa rs aw- Plock d iocese.  B i shop M. Tymoteusz Kow a l sk i  h a s  b een the 
head of the Church s ince 1 9 7 2 .  Candidates for prie s t s  are educated a t  
the Chr i s t ian Theologica l Academy i n  Warsaw and the the o l og i c a l semi­
n a ry i n  P l oc k .  Th e Church pub l i s h e s  a m on t h l y ,  �a r i a� i t a , w i t h a 
c i rculat ion o f  3 50 0  cop i e s .  The s e a t  o f  the superior authori t ie s  o f  
t h e  Church i s  in P l ock. 
Ea ch year, during the Week of Prayer for the Un i ty of Chr i s t ians , 
C a t h o l i c p r i e s t s  d e l i v e r a h o m i l y i n  t h e  M a r i av i t e  C h u r c h .  I n  t h i s  
respect the year 1 986 was marked by a s i gn i ficant event. On January 
2 3 ,  for the f i r s t  t i me s ince the break 80 years ago, a C a tho l i c  b i shop 
v i s ited a Mariav i t e  church and de l ivered a hom i ly. In the Mariav i te 
c h u r c h  i n  t h e  W a r s a w  d i s t r i c t  o f  W o l a ,  a u x i l i a ry b i s h o p  o f  W a r s a w ,  
Wladyslaw M i z iolek, said that "Mariav i t i sm arose from the s t r iv ing for 
the renewa l of l i fe." 
There is a l so an agreement bet ween the Church o f  the Mariav i t e s  
and t h e  Catho l i c  Church o n  t h e  mutua l recogn i t ion · o f  bapti sm. 
A s  of D e c e m b e r  3 1 ,  1 9 8 5 , t h e  C h u r c h  is d i v i d e d  i n t o  t h r e e  d i o ­
c e s e s  a n d  4 2  p a r i s h e s .  I t  h a s  5 5  c h u r c h e s  and c h a p e l s ,  3 0  p r i e s t s ,  
inc luding 4 b ishops. Accord ing to parish s t a t i s t ic s , there a r e  24, 800 
fo l l owe r s . 
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Endnot e s  
1Pol i sh Kingdom , a l so c a l led Congre s s  K ingdom - - apparent ly autono­
m o u s - - s t a t e  e s t a b l i s h e d  in 1 8 1 5  on a s m a l l  p o r t i on o f  t h e  P o l i s h 
land s ,  w i th the Rus s ian Tzar as the Po l i sh King. In i t i a l  e c onom i c  and 
admin is tra t ive autonomy was cons iderab ly re s t r ic t e d  a f t e r  the Po l i sh 
na t i on a l  u p r i s i n g  a g a i n s t Ru s s i a ,  w h i ch b r o k e  ou t in 1 8 3 0 ,  and w a s  
tota l ly repealed a f t e r  the January Upr i s ing o f  1863. 
2 Father Honorat Ko zminski ( 1829- 1 9 16 ) ,  Capuchin , s e rvant of God, 
in the y e a r s  1 8 7 4 - 1 8 9 5  foun d e d  1 6  m on a s t i c c o n g r e g a t i o n s  i n  P o l and 
based on the rul e  o f  the 3rd order o f  St.  Franc i s .  
3 The F e l i c j anow group h a s  survived unt i l  t oday under the o l d  name 
of the Cathol ic Church o f  the Mariav i t e s .  I t  retained the ins t i tu t ion 
o f  f e m a l e  p r i e s t h o o d .  A l l c l e r i c a l  p o s t s  in t h e  C h u r c h  a r e  e qu a l l y 
ava i l ab le for men and women. Adm in is t ra t ively, the Church i s  d iv ided 
in to two custod i e s :  Warsaw and Lod z ,  wh ich are in turn d ivided into 
p a r i s h e s  and b r a n ch e s .  A s  o n  D e c e m b e r  3 1 ,  1 9 8 5 , the C h u r c h  had 3 5 5 3  
fa i t h fu l .  J o z e f  M .  Ra fae l W o j c i e ch o w s k i  i s  t h e  h e a d  o f  t h e  Chu r ch .  
Th e Churc h ,  qu i t e  c on s i d e r a b l y  d e p a r t i n g  f r o m  t he d o c t r in e  o f  o t h e r  
Ch ri s t ian Church e s ,  holds membership i n  no ecumenical organ i z a t i on s .  
4 8  
